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GENERAL ASSISTANCE LEGISLATION IN THE
SCANDINAVIAN STATES
By

LESTER B. ORFIELD*

DENMARK
Following the Christianization of Denmark in the tenth century
up to the time of the Reformation much church property was devoted to poor relief.' Thereafter such property was diverted to
other purposes. Legalized beggary became the most extensive
form of relief. In 1755 the Danish government ordered that city
beggars be placed in workhouses. 2 In rural areas resident paupers
incapable of work were taken care of by members of the parish
in rotation. Parcellization of land spread the means of subsistence
more evenly, hence economic conditions were better than in Norway and Sweden. In 1820 Grundtvig remarked, "that food was still
found in the homes of the poor and added that a country might be
accounted rich when few have too much and fewer too little."
The first Danish legislation firmly established the duty of local
authorities to care for the poor was in 1799 and 1803. 4 The 1799
statute applied to Copenhagen and the 1803 statute to the rest of
the country. The Danish Constitution of 1849 established a right
to public assistance. s But this was not implemented until almost
two decades had elapsed. Local government was then reorganized
on a democratic basis. In 1867 the poor commissioners were made
elective instead of appointive.
Modern social legislation began in Denmark in the 1890's. The
poor law of 1891 provided that when distress arose out of specified
diseases or disability, relief could be given without the imposition
of legal disability and without loss of the right to vote. A law of
* Professor of Law, Indiana University, Indianapolis, Indiana.
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1. SOCIAL DENMARK 14-16 (1947) ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 53 (1953).
2. HOVDE, THE SCANDINAVIAN COUNTRIES, 1720-1865, p. 623 (1948).
3. Quoted in HOVDE, THE SCANDINAVIAN COUNTRIES, 1720-1865, p. 625
(1948).
4. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 447 (1953).
For a study of poor relief in Denmark

in the nineteenth century see HARALD JORGENSEN, STUDIER OVER DET OFFENTLIGE FATTIGViSENS HISTORISKE UDVIKLING I DANMARK I DET 19. AARHUNDREDE (Copenhagen 1940).
5. Article 82 of the 1915 Constitution provides "All persons who are unable to ,upport
themselves or their families, shall be entitled to public aid, subject to their compliance
with the obligations imposed upon them by law."

Article One of the Danish statute provides:

"The public is obliged to come to the aid

of each, to the extent that he is not in position to produce for himself and his dependent
the necessities for the maintenance of life or for the cure and nursing of sickness, to the
extent he in other respects fulfills the conditions provided in law for receiving aid."
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the same year removed the care of the aged from the operation of
the poor law. From 1891 on there has been an increasing differentiation of assistance provisions and curtailment of the discretionary powers of local authorities.
In 1918 preparatory work for a radical revision of the poor law
was commenced. In 1933 the Public Assistance Act, a part of the
Social Reform legislation was enacted.'
The Danish poor law of 1891 is the earliest of the modern
Scandinavian poor laws. The other modern poor laws are the Norwegian of 1900, the Icelandic of 1907, the Swedish of 1918, and the
Finnish of 1922. 7 Denmark was the first Scandinavian state to provide for the aged without recourse to poor relief, when in 1891 it
passed an old age pension law. 8 Furthermore a larger proportion
of the aged are protected by old age pensions as the pension starts
at 65, whereas in Iceland and Sweden it starts at 67, and in Norway
at 70.9 The amount of the Danish old age pension is higher than
all Scandinavian pensions except the Swedish. 1° Finally the Danish
old age pension plan is noncontributory, whereas in the other
Scandinavian states it is contributory.- Thus poor relief for the
aged exists no more in Denmark.
By 1922 Denmark had established social legislation systems
covering old age, disability, health, unemployment and workmen's
compensation. Denmark was the first Scandinavian state to attain
such full coverage, Sweden doing so in 1934, Iceland in 1936 and
Finland in 1939.1'2
The Danish municipal councils are under legal obligations to
establish special organs for the administration of assistance. Two
separate bodies are provided for: the assistance committee (known
6. SOCIAL DENMARK 113-116 (1947).
For a full description of general assistance
in Denmark today see SOCIAL DENMARK 113-136 (1947).
For a brief description Uee
ORLA JENSEN, SOCIAL SERVICES IN DENMARK 81-85 (1948).
For the Danish statutes on general assistance sue DANMARKS LOVE 1665-1949, pp
2089-2160. The act contains 6 parts, 28 chapters and 333 sections.
The statute is number
475 of August 14, 1946 entitled "Bekendtgprelse af Lov om offentlig Forsorg." which in
English is "Publication of the Law Conccrning Public Care."
Thus the Danes like the
Norwegians have gotten away from the word "poor."
Part One of the Danish Act consists of gineral provisions dealing with the duty to
grant aid, the right to aid, the place of granting aid, the administrative establishment, and
the refusal of aid. Parts Two and Three deal with Child Welfare and aid to children.
Part Four deals with Special Care, including maternity aid, sickness aid, school meals, and
Special Relief.
Part Five deals with Communal Aid. Part Six deals with what is called
"Poor Relief."
Part Seven covers interim provisions and repeal of old statutes.
7. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 385 (1953).
8. Ibid., 421 (1953).
.
9. Ibid., 425 (1953).
In Finland it starts at 65 as in Denmark. In Denmark ingle
women, including widows receive pensions at 60.
10. Ibid., 429 (1953).
11. Ibid., 430 (1953).
12. Ibid., 383 (1953).
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The
as the Social Committee)' and the child welfare committee.
members of the two committees are selected by the local councils
from their own members."1 But interested non-members with
special insight may be called upon to join the child welfare committee. All towns and rural districts exceeding a certain minimum
population must maintain a social welfare office with daily hours.
In Denmark many rural districts have only a few hundred inhabitants. Such districts are often unable to maintain social assistance services that are comparable to those in more populous districts." While in the other Scandinavian states there are stateappointed public assistance and child-welfare officers who operate
at the county level and during tours of inspection give advice and
information to the municipal organs, this is not the case in Denmark.' 7 But the Danish legislation is more detailed with respect
to the forms and conditions prerequisite to the granting of assistance, hence the need for such services is less great.
The obligation of a Danish citizen to support relatives, is less
Married couples must
than in Finland, Norway and Sweden.'
provide for each other during the existence of the marriage.' 9 Both
spouses must support their common children including adopted
ones. The obligation to support children runs up to the age of 18.20
An illegitimate child is to be supported by his mother; the father
normally contributes under an affiliation order. There is no requirement that children support their parents as there is in other
2
Scandinavian states. '
Local decisions on general assistance may be appealed first to
the county authorities and then to the ministry of social offiicers. 22
Decisions pertaining to removal of children from their homes are
appealable to the National Child Welfare Board, Whose decision is
final. Other cases as to children are appealable like cases of general assistance above mentioned.
The basic statutory requirement as to the amount of assistance
is that it be adequate and continue during the period of need. But
13. See Section 25 et seq. of the Danish Act.
14. See Section 83 et seq. of the Danish Act.
15. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 452 (1953). But in Norway and Sweden the local
councils may appoint outsiders to the committees.
16. Ibid., 451 (1953).
17. Ibid., 454 (1953).
18. Ibid., 456 (1953); SOCIAL DENMARK 118-119 (1947).
19. See Section 2 of the Danish Act.
20. See Section 3 of the Danish Act.
21. ORLA JENSEN, SOCIAL SERVICES IN DENMARK 107 (1948).
22. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 454 (1953); SOCIAL DENMARK 122 (1947). The
County Governor must usually announce his decision within one month and the Minister of
Social Affairs within three months. See Section 50 of the Danish Act.
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under the Danish law as a rule assistance in the home may not
exceed an amount equal to the old age pension.2 3 The local assistance committee determines the form of assistance, whether outdoor
or indoor. Assistance in the home is granted in more than 75
percent of all cases. 2 - The domiciliary aid may be in cash or in
kind, such as housing, fuel, clothes and medical care. In Denmark
it is specifically provided that assistance must normally be rendered
in cash and- that assistance in kind be given only under special circumstances, such as extravagance and risk of abuse. Cash grants
are made because they are thought less humiliating and serve
pedagogical purposes. In many large municipalities standard rates
are drawn up to serve as guides. This is especially important in
Denmark as the legislative provisions concerning assistance in the
different categories are very detailed and specific in comparison
with other Scandinavian statutes. The standard rates are subject
to the circumstances of each case. Most recipients draw assistance
for periods not exceeding two or three months.2 5 Only an insignificant proportion receive permanent assistance. Beginning in 1933
2
food rebate coupons have been issued to the needy.
Vagrants and negligent family supporters may ultimately be
placed in workhouses or corrective institutions. 27 In exceptional
cases they may be required to perform forced labor. The workhouses are also relied upon usually on a temporary basis to provide
shelter for destitute persons, mostly imen, whom the local authorities
could not otherwise accommodate. The poorhouses have in recent
decades been transformed into old peoples homes. Alcoholics are
still the primary responsibility of general assistance authorities. 28
No one need repay assistance received as a child. There is no
obligation to repay Special Relief which is ordinarily granted in
cases of temporary and unforseeable distress or to meet situations
not covered by the ordinary social insurance programs. 29 In such
23. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 456 (1953).
24. Ibid., 457.
25. Cash assistance is payable weekly or every two weeks. Elderly and ailing people
are often paid by the month. ORLA JENSEN, SOCIAL SERVICES IN DENMARK 33
(1948).
26. SOCIAL DENMARK 133-136 (1947).
27. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 458 (1953).
See Sections 315-317 of
28. Ibid., 459 (1953); SOCIAL DENMARK 129 (1947).
the Danish Act.
"Special relief . . . is extended for
29. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 459 (1953).
example in cases where people otherwise able to pay their way, and having "nsured
themselves have to apply to the authorities for assistance in order to get over some transitory and unforeseeable distress, or in cases where owing to the time limit the insured
SOCIAL DENbenefit has to be supplemented through the public assistance system."
MARK 115 (1947). Before Communal or Poor Relief is given, inquiry is made whether
For full
the applicant is entitled to Special Relief. SOCIAL DENMARK 123 (1947).
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cases no legal disabilities are entailed. In other cases repayment
may be remitted by the assistance committees. In practice only a
minor proportion is recovered, not more than 5 or 6 percent.
Today in the Scandinavian states poor relief is given without
accompanying legal disabilities."o But certain numerically limited
groups in Denmark are still restricted, such as negligent family
supporters, alcoholics, and vagrants. Danish legislation distinguishes between assistance rendered as Special Relief, Municipal
Relief, and Poor Relief.a As has been seen Special Relief entails
no legal disabilities. Poor Relief is granted to vagrants, negligent
family supporters and alcoholics. 82 This entails temporary loss of
the right to vote; and Poor Relief recipients will be excluded from
obtaining old age pensions for a certain period thereafter and may
be denied the right to marry.33 But in most cases assistance is
given as Municipal Relief which entails such effects only in certain
cases, as whern indigence is due to laziness, extravagance, or disorderly living, or if assistance is granted for a protracted period or
in the form of institutional care. 4 A bill to modify these strict
rules was submitted in 1953 and is pending in the Folkething, the
new Danish unicameral Parliament.
Before 1933 a needy person bad to be helped by the local
authority to whom he applied, but in some cases he could be sent
back to his "commune of settlement". As a consequence poor persons were tied to their commune and could not change domicile.
Under the present system help must be given where the recipient
applies regardless of his legal abode. 35 The commune of settlement
has been replaced by the commune of maintenance. The latter is
the commune in which the person permanently resides.a6 If he is
away from the commune of maintenance, he can be referred to
such commune if the-delay would not be injurious to him and if
he can easily communicate with it. The commune of maintenance
discussion of Special Relief see SOCIAL DENMARK 124-127 (1947). See Sections 289291 of the Danish Act.
30. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 387 (1953).
Prior to 1933 one-third of those receiving general relief were penalized. In 1942 only six percent were penalized. SOCIAL
DENMARK 130 (1947).
31. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 460 (1953).
32. "Poor relief which prior to 1891 was the predominant form of public aid, is thus
now reduced to a form which may be extended only to people of particularly asocial
claracter." SOCIAL DENMARK 115 (1947). For full discussion see SOCIAL DENMARK
128-139; See Sections 309-324 of the Danish Act.
33. See Section 309 of the Danish Act.
34. "Communal relief . . . is extended in all ordinary cases of need unless a person
is compelled to seek aid for maintenance, house rent, etc."
SOCIAL DENMARK 115
(1947).
For full discussion see SOCIAL DENMARK 127-128 (1947).
See Sections
292-308 of the Danish Act.
35, SOCIAL DENMARK 122-123 (1947). See Section 53 of the Danish Act.
36. See Section 22 of the Danish Act.
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keeps a record of all assistance received whether in or out of the
commune. But it does not contribute as to help given outside the
commune.
Aliens other than Scandinavians have no legal right to assistance.t But the Danish authorities give what help is necessary. It
is only when the destitution proves permanent that consideration is
given to returning the alien to his own country. Repatriation does
not occur if the alien has formed close ties with Denmark or when
he has lived there for more than twenty years. Other humane
reasons may preclude repatriation as when the alien lives with close
Danish relatives. Even when repatriation is indicated, negotiations
are had to induce his home country to refund the cost of continued
maintenance in Denmark.
In 1950 only three percent of all social expenditures went for
general assistance in Denmark."' Only Iceland had a lower percentage among the Scandinavian states. The larger items of social
expenditures in order of amount are: old age and disability, health
insurance, unemployment insurance, and family and child welfare.
Private charity expenditures as in all Scandinavian states are small.
In the United States such expenditures amount to two percent of
the national income, whereas in Denmark they amount tQ only 0.2
percent.39 The localities supply most of the funds for general
assistance. In 1947 the central government supplied four million
kroner for public assistance and the localities 39 millions.40
FINLAND
The "solid framework" of social welfare work proper in Finland "consists in the measures prescribed by poor aid, child welfare, vagrancy and alcoholist legislation."'" Aid to the poor was
originally the province of the Church. The Church Law of 1571
and subsequent church laws provided for care of the poor in hospitals and almshouses to be maintained by the parishes.42 They contained regulations for the collection and distribution of poor aid
under the supervision of the clergy.
In 1852 a decree for "the joint guardianship of paupers in the
Grand Duchy of Finland" came into force. 4 3 Poor aid was still to
37. SOCIAL DENMARK

120 (1947).

See Section

17 of the Danish Act.

38. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 507 (1953).
39. Ibid., 511 (1953).
40. HENNING FRIIS, SCANDINAVIA BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 149 (1950).
41. Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 102 (Helsinki
1953). This is published in English.
42. Ibid., 103.

43. Ibid., 103.
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be administered by the parish congregations. It passed to the local
government authorities only in the next decade. Every member of
the parish in want because of lack of means of livelihood was entitled to poor aid. The able-bodied could be required to work in
return for such aid. If aid was denied, the applicant might appeal
to a higher authority. But in 1879 a revision of the poor law made
aid an act of charity to which no legal right could be established
except in certain cases. Public responsibility was now confined to
children and the unfit. The change occurred because of the growing burden of poor aid and because of the prevalent economic doctrine of laissez faire. For more than forty years poor aid was administered on this basis. Early in the twentieth century preparatory work on new legislation was commenced following a resolution by the Diet to that effect. It was not until 1922 that a new
law was enacted after two committees had worked on the draft.
Although this law has been frequently amended and rendered
obsolete by modern social legislation it is still in force.44 A revision
has been under consideration.
The 1922 law restores mandatory assistance. The locality is
obliged to provide assistance to persons without means of support,
minors lacking legal providers, and others not able to maintain
themselves out of their own means or by their own work or by the
assistance of another person. 5 The act expressly permits preventive
poor aid to prevent a person from becoming destitute.
A social security system covering old age, disability, health,
unemployment and workmen's compensation was attained in Finland in 1939. 4 1' The health insurance and unemployment insurance
provisions are very limited in comparison with those in the other
Scandinavian states. State subsidies to and state supervision of
44. See 1. Laati, Social Legislation in Finland (Helsinki 1949); Niilo Salomaa, Social
Legislation and Work in Finland 104 (Helsinki 1953).
For an excellent text book "n1
Swedish on Finland's legal system and government see Rabbe A. Wrede, "Finlands
rlitts-och somhiillsordning" (Helsinki 1949).
the Finnish Legation at Washington, D. C. has supplied me with copies of amendments to the law made in 1933, 1936, 1948, and 1950.
In Swedish they appear "n
FINLANDS FORFATTNINGSSAMLING;
and in Finnish they appear in SUOMEN
ASETUSKOKOELMA.
The law consists of ten chapters containing 78 sections.
Chapter One deals w:th th'
right to assistance and the duty to support.
Chapter Two deals with the locality administering assistance. Chapter Three deals with the assistance committee of each locality.
Chapter Four deals with applications for assistance.
Chapter Five deals w'th the legal
residence of tho recipient.
Chapter Six deals with reimbursement.
Chapter Seven ,leals
with the duties of those receiving aid.
Chapter Eight covers central supervision over the
local assistance committees.
Chapter Nine covers appeal.
Chapter Ten covers general
provisions.

45. Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 104, (1953);

See Section 5 of the Act.
46. FREEDOM AND WELFARE

AND WORK IN FINLAND 84-101.

383

(1953);

SALOMAA,

SOCIAL LEGISLATION
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unemployment insurance were introduced in 1917. Finland was
the last Scandinavian state to provide for old age pensions, doing so
in 1937 effective in 1939. 4' As has been seen new poor laws were
passed in 1922, after the other Scandinavian states had revised their
4
laws. 1
Since the rural districts in Finland have large populations they
are able to maintain social assistance services which compare favorably with those in urban districts.49 In this respect Finland is in a
better position than Denmark, Iceland and Norway.
The municipal council is required by law to establish a special
organ to administer the assistance program.50 While in the other
four Scandinavian states there are two separate bodies established,
in Finland there is but one. It is the Finnish policy to centralize
local social welfare administration.5 ' Hence there is a single social
welfare committee with at least six members. However the committee is grouped into two divisions: one in charge of family, child
and youth welfare and programs for disabled persons; and the
others administer general assistance, including care of alcoholics.
As in Norway and Sweden both sexes must be represented. One
member is to be familiar with public health and another to have
experience in the teaching and rearing of children. Local decisions
may be appealed first to the county authorities and then to special
administrative courts.5 2 The Finnish system of appeal resembles
the Swedish. State appointed public assistance and child welfare
officers operate at the county level. On tours of inspection they
supply advice and information to the municipal organs.
In Finland as in the other Scandinavian states there is an obligation on each citizen to provide for himself and his family. This
obligation is broader in Finland than in any other Scandinavian
state except Norway. 5 3 Married couples must provide for each
other during the existence of the marriage. Both spouses are responsible for their common children including adopted children.
The obligation runs up to the age of sixteen. The mother of an
illegitimate child is liable for its support while the father contributes
under an affiliation order. Children are bound to maintain their
47. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 423 (1953).
48. Ibid., 385.
49. Ibid., 451.
50. Ibid., 453, SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 23-25
(1953).
51. See Section 8 of the Act.
52. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 454 (1953).
53. Ibid., 456; Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND
104 (1953). See Sections 2 and 3 of the Act.
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parents. Only in Finland are they also bound to maintain their
grandparents. With respect to support of parents, grandparents,
grandchildren, and children aged sixteen or more liability is only
conditional. That is to say one is obliged to support them only in
case of need and to the extent of one's ability. Limits are prescribed as to the liability of an illegitimate child to support its
father.
A needy person may apply for aid to the assistance committee,
known as the Social Board, of the locality in which he resides. A
locality which has given assistance to a person domiciled in another
locality is entitled to reimbursement from the locality of domicile.
A Finnish citizen has assistance domiciliary rights in the locality
"in whose poll register he was last entered for not less than one year
without during that time himself, his wife or his children receiving
poor aid, with the exception that a person retains to the end of his
" 5
life the domiciliary rights he possessed on reaching the age of 55. 4
When assistance is given to a person whose domicile cannot be
ascertained or to an alien or in certain other exceptional cases, the
central government reimburses the locality."5
The basic statutory requirement as to the amount of assistance is that it should be adequate and continue during the period
of need. The assistance committee fixes the amount in each individual case. It also determines whether the relief is to be outdoor
or indoor. There are three forms of aid: aid in the recipient's own
home, care in a private household, and care in an institution. 5
Institutional care continues to be the most common, while care in a
private household has fallen proportionately each year. Of the recipients of aid in 1951, 53 percent were cared for in institutions, 40
percent were assisted in their own homes, and 7 percent were under
private care.. 7 Most recipients collect assistance during brief periods rarely exceeding two or three months. In only about one
fourth of the cases is assistance permanent.58 Vagrants may ultimately be placed in institutions.59 The same is true as to negligent
family supporters. In exceptional cases they may be required to
perform forced labor in workhouses. The number of such persons
54. SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 107 (1953).
See Sections 40 and 41 of the Act.
55. Section 49 of the Act.
56. Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 104 (1951).
See Section 22 of the Act.
57. Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 107 (1953).
58. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 457 (1953).
59. Ibid., 458. SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 114117 (1953).
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is always small and never exceeds a few hundred. 6" Alcoholics are
not the primary responsibility of General Assistance authorities
but are placed in special institutions maintained by police authorities or private organizations." Adults are seldom boarded out with
private families though children deprived of a normal family life
often are. Assistance received as a child need not be repaid, and in
practice adults seldom repay."- If the recipient is under permanent
care which is expected to last for his life time he loses his franchise
and eligibility for local and national elections. 3 In 1920 assistance
was received by 105,513 persons; in 1930 by 142,680; and in 1935
by 223,710.64 The latter figure is the highest, and the number has
decreased the last sixteen years by almost one half. In 1940 there
were 167,620 and in 1945 there were 101,311, the lowest figure.
Thereafter it continued to rise to 134,006 in 1950. In 1951 it dropped to 132,462. 6 As of 1950 only 7.4 percent of the amount spent
for social items went for general assistance." This was, however,
the highest percentage in any of the Scandinavian states. Finland
has had a special problem because of evacuation of territory ceded
to Soviet Russia. 7 The peak was reached in 1940 when aid was
given to 245,000 evacuees. Since that date the number has continued to fall and is now under 10,000. The central government
has reimbursed the localities for their care.
ICELAND
The Grdgfis (Grey Goose) the ancient code of Icelandic law
dating from the twelfth century contained detailed provisions for
the care of the poor.- "Iceland stands out among the Northern
countries by virtue of the early and sustained part played in
60. There are only nine workhouses in Finland, most of them jointly owned by a
number of localities. Niilo Salomaa, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND

105 (1953).
61. Ibid., 117-121 (1953).
62. "Compensation may not be exacted if to do so would deprive the liable person of
his power to maintain himself and his family, and in other cases, too, a Social Board :nay
at its discretion abstain from demanding compensation . . . The amount of poor aid
compensation collected from private persons during the past few years has been less than
a tenth of the total amount of poor aid granted."
Ibid., 106. See Section 52 of 'he Act.
63. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 460 (1953).

64. SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 107 (1953).
65. Of these, 67,398 were women, 42,764 were men, and 22,300 were children.
1930 women have come first, then men, then children

66. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 507 (1953).

Since

In 1951 7 percent went 'or general

miscellaneous aid including poor aid, evacuees and vagrants.
Out of a total of 4,351
million of markka spent ,the central government furnished 446 millions, the localities

3,675 and employers 530.

SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FIN-

LAND 181-182 (1953). Thus the localities bear the great bulk of this expense. But this
is much more than offset by the fact that while in 1939 the localities defrayed 43 percent
of all social expenditures in 1951 they defrayed only 18 percent. Ibid., 183.

67. SALOMAA, SOCIAL LEGISLATION AND WORK IN FINLAND 123-125 (1953).
68. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 31 (1953).
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this field by the public authorities. 6 As early as the twelfth century
the written law made the local councils (samkomur) responsible
for the care of poor persons having no relatives able to support
them. This continued to be the law except during a single century
(1782-1882) when the county governors were in charge of administration. The old law was reinstated in a modernized version
in 1872 when administration reverted back to the local authorities.
Following the revision of the Danish law a new poor law went
into effect in 1907. After many amendments of this law in 1946
there was a comprehensive revision at the same time that the
National Insurance scheme was introduced.
Article 70 of the Constitution of Iceland provides "Whosoever
is unable to provide for himself or his dependents shall, subject
to duties prescribed by law, be entitled to support from public
funds, unless his maintenance rests upon others." Article 71
provides: "If parents cannot afford to educate their children, or
if the children are orphans or destitute, their education must
be defrayed from public funds."
A social security system covering old age, disability, health,
unemployment insurance, and workmen's compensation was attained in Iceland in 1936.70 However the unemployment insurance
system never became effective. A limited old age pensions system
was introduced in 1890.7 A new poor law was adopted in Iceland
2
in 1907.1
As has been stated unemployment insurance has never been
operative in Iceland. There was widespread unemployment during the decade from IC30 to 1940. In 1936 legislation authorized
grants to approved workers' relief funds, but the act never became effective. From 1940 to the present time ample opportunities
for employment have made unemployment insurance unnecessary.
As a result the comprehensive social reform legislation of 1946
3
did not feature provisions for unemployment insurance.1
Since many rural districts in Iceland have only a few hundred
inhabitants or less they find it difficult to maintain social assistance
services that compare favorably with those operated by populous
urban municipalities.71
The municipal councils are required by law to establish
69. Ibid., 446.

70. Ibid., 383
71. Ibid., 384.

72. Ibid., 385.
73. Ibid., 443.
74. Ibid., 451.
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special organs for the administration of assistance programs.75
Two separate organs are provided: the assistance committee
and the child welfare committee. The municipal council
appoints the assistance committee which has three to five members. The council also appoints the child welfare committee which
has five to seven members. Local decisions on general assistance
may be appealed first to the county authorities and finally to
the ministry of social affairs. 76 With respect to local decisions
of the child, welfare committees the most important decisions, those
pertaining to the removal of children from their homes, may be
appealed to the National Child Welfare Board, whose decision
is final. Appeals on other decisions are as in the case of general
assistance. State appointed public assistance and child welfare
officers operate at the county level. During tours of inspection
they supply advice and information to the municipal organs.
As in all Scandinavian states there is a primary obligation on
each citizen to provide for himself and his family. But the
extent of this obligation is less in Iceland than in other states
except Denmark.7 7 Married couples must provide for each other
during the existence of the marriage. Both spouses are severally
responsible for their common children, including adopted ones.
The obligation runs up to the age of sixteen. The mother is responsible for an illegitimate child, and the father normally contributes under an affiliation order. Children are bound to maintain
their parents.
The person in need applies for assistance to the assistance
committee of the locality in which he resides. His right to assistance
does not depend on the duration of his residence. The duration is
significant only with respect to who ultimately pays for the assisance. In some cases another locality may be responsible. In others
the central government may be liable as in the case of aliens. The
applicant need not go to some other locality to apply for assistance.
The level of assistance must be adequate and continue during
the duration of the need. The asssistance committee fixes the
amount in each case. It also determines the form of the relief
whether outdoor or indoor. Normally the relief is an outdoorassistance in the home. While the other four Scandinavian states
maintain institutions in which vagrants may ultimately be placed
75. Ibid., 452-453.
76. Ibid., 454.
77. Ibid., 456.
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this is not true in Iceland.78 Negligent family supporters may be
subjected to public care and ultimately to placement in institutions.
Alcoholics are primarily the responsibility of the general assistance authorities.71 Adults are seldom boarded out with private
families, though children deprived of a normal home life often are.
Assistance received as a child need not be repaid, and in practice
adults seldom pay. During the past decade and a half the number
of recipients of assistance has decreased by almost one-half."0
As of 1950 only 2.5 per cent of the amount spent for social items
went for general assistance, the lowest percentage in any of the
five Scandinavian states. 8
NORWAY
Until 1845 poor relief in Norway was governed by a decree
of December 1741. --' In 1843 the city of Oslo provided salaries for
poor relief administrators. In 1845 a new poor law was adopted,
modeled on the English law. A definite period of residence in a
locality was made a prerequisite for poor relief. The rural representatives desired a two year period, and the urban a five-year
period. Poor relief was to be administered by the newly established
system of local government. The 1845 act was the first act introducing the principle, still valid, that people who lack the means
necessary to subsistence are to be aided by the municipal poorrelief administration. 8 a
This act was replaced by that of 1863,84 which in turn was
replaced by that of 1900 which is still in force. Norway was second
to Denmark in adopting a modern poor law. The 1900 Act made
poor relief mandatory to those unable to provide for themselves.8Revision of the Act is now imminent. A statute of June 18, 1948
eliminated the word "poor" and substituted the Word "care." Thus
the law is now known as the Care Law rather than the law
concerning the poor relief system. 80
78. Ibid., 458.
79. Ibid., 459.
80. Ibid., 460.
81. Ibid., 507.

82. BRYN
(1947).

J. HOVDE,

THE

SCANDINAVIAN

COUNTRIES,

1720-1865,

83. Ottar Lund in THE NORWAY YEAR BOOK, p. 197 (1950).
however, was confined to the aged, the crippled, lunatics, and orphans.

p. 641

The legal :-ight,
FREEDOM AND

WELFARE 448 (1953).
84. The 1863 act again made aid to the poor an act of charity except in the cases of
the sick, lunatics and orphans . FREEDOM AND WELFARE 448 (1953).

85. See Section 1 of the Act.
86. For the statute known as "Lov om Forsorgsvcesenet,"
1952, p. 462.
to furnish aid.

see NORGES LOVER 1682-

The Act contains seven chapters and fifty sections and constitutes twenty

pages of the statute book.

Chapter One covers the duty of the locality and the relatives

Chapter Two covers the place of receiving aid and the domicile of the
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A statute on old age pensions was passed in 1936, health
unemployment insurance in 1915 radically
amended in 1938 and 1946, and workmen's compensation in 1894
as amended in 1909 and 1911. Thus by 1936 Norway had attained a
comprehensive social legislation system except for disability insurance. Norway is the only Scandinavian state not providing disability
insurance but the subject is now receiving serious consideration.8"
In a large number of rural districts there are only a few
inhabitants. In such districts social assistance measures do not
measure up to those in the more populous districts."5
Each locality has its separate poor relief organ. 9 The local
councils are required by law to establish special organs for the
administration of assistance. Two separate bodies are provided
for: the assistance committee and the child welfare committee.
The local council may appoint members from outside the locality. °
The statutory members of the assistance committee include the
parish clergyman and in the towns a public servant by the central
government."' Aside from this, the local authorities decide upon
the number of members one of whom must be a woman. Formerly
the administration of child welfare was scattered among several
organs. But the new Care of Children Act of 1953 introduced
child welfare committees which, as in Denmark, are in charge of
activities on behalf of children deprived of a normal home life.
Recent legislation provides for public assistance and child welfare
officers who operate at the county level and give advice and
92
assistance on tours of inspection.
insurance in 1909,

The assistance committee has the fullest possible competence
since its decisions cannot be overruled by higher authority. Norway is the only Scandinavian state in which no appeal is provided. 9'
There is a different rule as to children. Under the Care of Children
recipient. -Chapter Three covers the assistance committee's organization and operation.
Chapter Four deals with particular groups such as mine workers. Chapter Five deals with
the forms of assistance. Chapter Six contains general provisions. Chapter Seven contains
interim provisions. The law was formerly entitled "Lov om Fattigvesenet."
87. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 383, 432-433 (1953).
88. Ibid., 451 (1953).
89. Section 9 of the Act.
90. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 452 (1954).
See Section 23 of the Act. Every second year half of the
91. Ibid., 453 (1953).
members go out of office. The chairman and vice chairman are selected for a period of a
year by the assistance committee. One who has been chairman for four consecutive years
may refuse reelection. Under section 25 all persons resident in the locality must render
such services as the statute or the locality plan provides for the adminitration of the poor
.law system.
92. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 454 (1953).
93. Ibid., 453 (1953).

GENERAL ASSISTANCE LEGISLATION IN SCANDINAVIAN

STATES

29

Act of 1953, appeal lies first to the county authorities and then to
the ministry of social affairs.94
Disputes between localities or between localities and the
central government are not to be dealt with in the regular courts
but by arbitration." The parties select the arbitrators. If they
fail to select, a government department takes over. If the government department is itself an interested party, each party selects
a person to form the decisional group.
There is a primary obligation on each citizen to provide for
himself and his family. Such obligation is broader in Norway
than in any other Scandinavian state except Finland.- Married
couples must provide for each other during the marriage. Both
spouses are bound to care for their common children including
adopted ones. Such obligation runs during the lifetime of the child,
compared with the upper limit of 18 in Denmark and 16 in the
three other Scandinavian states. The mother is responsible as to
an illegitimate child while the father normally contributes under
an affiliation order. There is an obligation on children to support
their parents.
The resident's qualification is acquired by two years' consecutive residence without receiving relief during such period.9 7
If the applicant lives in another locality, he may still receive aid,
but the locality of his residence must then reimburse for twothirds of the amount.98 If he has no residence qualification the
central government reimburses in full. The recipient may be
an alien. 99
The basic statutory requirement as to the amount of assistance
is that it should be adequate and continue during the period of
need. The assistance committee determines the amount in each
94. Ibid., 454 (1953).
95. Section 45 of the Act.
96. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 456 (1953).
See Section 2 of the Act. Under
Section 3 a person bound to support a relative may take him into his own home if the
assistance committee does not find it inadvisable because of the circumstaces, so long as
he deals with his responsibility. If the dependent is married, support shall be outside the
supporter's home unless he concludes to take both spouses into his home. Under Section
7 if a relative refuses to support the locality may secure reimbursement by execution if it
acts within three years after the public aid was given. Under a regulation of the Social
Department of October 16, 1940 reimbursement may be sought by stages out of the
earnings of the obligated party if the assistance committee or its chairman so decides,
inst-ad o' by execution.
97. ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 208 (1953).
See Section
11 of the Act. The residence one has on attaining 62 continues to be his reidence the
remainder of his life. Children have the legal residence of the parents up to the age of
sixteen. If the parents have different legal residences, children have the legal residence
of the Par-nt with whom they last lived. Under Section 12 the wife has the legal residence
of her husband.
98. Section 15 of the Act.
99. Section 16 of the Act.
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case looking at all the relevant circumstances. The committee also
100
determines the form of assistance, whether outdoor in indoor.
0
Assistance in the home is the most common form. Vagrants' '
and negligent family supporters may ultimately be placed in
workhouses or corrective institutions. There is separate legislation
for the placing of alcoholics in special institutions.
A person is not required to repay assistance received as a
child. 12 In practice adults do not repay aid received during a
period of adulthood. Assisted persons are excluded from serving
on an assistance committee for a certain period."'0
The improved employment situation and the expansion of
social insurance legislation has probably had a greater impact
in Norway than in any other. Scandinavian state. From 1939
to 1950 the number of recipients of aid declined by more than
two-thirds, from 4.6 per cent of the population to 1.1 per cent. 04
In 1950 expenditures for assistance were only 3.5 per cent of
all social expenditures.10 ' The amount bulks large in the budget
of the locality. "Such relief in Norway amounts annually to 50
million kroner, and as a rule, is the largest item of expenditure
in the municipal social budget."I 0 In 1947 the central government
1 7
supplied 3 million kroner, and the localities 38 millions. 0
SWEDEN
It has been said that poor relief dates back to the introduction
of Christianity in Sweden.' 0 8 In 1763 a decree was issued which
gave to poor relief the external organization which to a. considerable extent continues up to the present moment. 10 In 1837
a committee of the Swedish Parliament was established to study
the problem of poor relief.1' ° The committee was uncertain
100. Under Section 43 of the Act relief may be "in
homes, support in the home or placing in a hospital."

101. About 6,000 persons are classed as vagrants.

nursing or workhouses, in

Ottar Lund in THE

private

NORWAY

In 1897 a society called the "Norwegian Mission to the
YEAR BOOK 197 (1950).
Homeless" was established to combat vagrancy by setting up homes and work colonies.
an
annual contribution to the society.
goverment
makes
central
The
102. See Section 1 of the Act. The period runs up to the age of sixteen.
103. Section 20 of the Act.

104. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 460 (1953).
105. Ibid., 507.

106. Carl Just in THE NORWAY YEAR BOOK 79 (1950).
107. HENNING FRIIS, SCANDINAVIA BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 149 (1950).
108. Karl J. Hojer, "The Care of the Indigent in Sweden," 197 The Annals of the
American Academy 72

until about 1160.
109. It

provided:

(May

1938).

Christianity was not fully estbalished in

Sweden

ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 1272 (1953).
"Every

parish must

provide

for

its

poor."

HENNING

FRIIS,

SCANDINAVIA BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 140 1950).
110. B. J. HOVDE, THE SCANDINAVIAN COUNTRIES, 1720-1865, 630-634, 642
(1948); FRANKLIN D. SCOTT, THE UNITED STATES AND SCANDINAVIA 110111 (1950).
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whether or not assistance should be centralized or left to the
localities. In 1847 a statute established a plan of co-operation
between the central government, the county, and the locality.
The arrangement of details was largely left to the parish councils.
A right of the applicant to appeal local decisions to higher authority was established. Many of the lesser peasants were dissatisfied as they now had to contribute for the support of paupers
produced by the system of crofters on the large estates. In 1871
the obligation to take care of the poor was abolished, and indoor
relief modeled on the English poor law of 1834 was reintroduced
to discourage people from applying for relief."' In 1918 the Riksdag
passed a new poor law, which slightly modified continues up to
the present. 112 In 1937 a committee was appointed to revise the
poor law.113 At the present moment revision is imminent. The
1918 act confined the right to assistance to persons incapable of
work. But local authorities were free to aid able-bodied unemployed persons in need.
A social security system covering old age, disability, health,
unemployment, and workmen's compensation was attained in
Sweden in 1934, Sweden being second to Denmark in obtaining
such coverage. 1 4 Compulsory old age insurance was introduced
in 1913. But since the payments were small, supplementary pensions financed out of ordinary taxation were paid, subject to an
income test. 1 5 The supplements were substantially increased in
1937, but even so a majority of pensioners had to rely on poor
relief to make ends meet. Only in 1948 did legislation finally
provide adequate maintenance. Although individual contributions
are retained, the plan is now predominantly financed by the

111. HENNING FRIIS, SCANDINAVIA BETWEEN EAST AND WEST 141 (1950).
112. SVERIGES RIKES LAG. "Lag om fattigArden," Bihang, pp. B433-B-458 (1951).
The act consists of eleven Chapters and 92 sections.
Chapter One specifies the groups
entitled to poor aid and the duties of parents and children to support. Chapter Two concerns the poor districts. Chapter Three concerns the local assistance committee.
Chapter
Four covers application for and payment of aid. Chapter Five covers contributions to the
cost of the poor aid funds. Chapter Six covers national supervision of poor aid. Chapter
Slven covers the legal residence of recipients of aid.
Chapter Eight covers reimbursements to the locality from other localities and the central govenrment.
Chapter Nine
covers the supervisory rights of the district over the recipients of aid. Chapter Ten covers

the right of appeal.

Chapter Eleven covers the transition from the prior 1871 law to the

new law.

For an excellent discussion of the Swedish law see SOCIAL SWEDEN 99-104, 239262 (1952).
113. For the 1950 proposals of the Social Welfare Commission see SOCIAL SWEDEN

239-241, 260-262 (1952).
114. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 383 (1953).
115. Ibid., 422.

"Local

poor relief . . . remained up to the 1930's the most important

of the then existing social services."

SOCIAL SWEDEN 99 (1952).
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central government."' A modern poor law was enacted in 1918
after all Scandinavian states but Finland had revised their laws."'
Until 1952 a large number of the rural districts had but few
inhabitants and therefore could not maintain social insurance
services that were comparable with those in more populous
districts. In 1952 a large number of small, mostly rural districts
were merged into larger units usually having more than 2,000
inhabitants."8 There are now only 821 rural districts as compared
with the former 2,281.
The municipal council of each district is required by law
to establish a special organ to administer assistance to the poor.'19
This organ known as the public assistance committee must have
at least five members in towns and three in rural districts.12' At
least one member must be a woman. There is a separate child
welfare committee Which must include one member of the assistance committee. Local decisions may be appealed first to the
county authorities and then to a special administrative court,
the Audit Court in Stockholm, and in certain cases to other authorities.21 State appointed public assistance and child welfare
officers operate at the county level, and on tours of inspection
supply advice and information to municipal organs. The central
authority is the Royal Social Board, assisted by the state inspector
1 22of poor relief and child care.
There is an obligation on each citizen to provide for himself
and his family. The obligation is broader than that of Denmark
1 2::
and Iceland but not so broad as that in Finland and Norway.
Married couples must provide for each other so long as the marriage remains in force. Both spouses are severally liable for their
common children including adopted ones. The obligation runs
up to the age of sixteen. The mother of an illegitimate child
is liable for its support while the father contributes under an
affiliation order. Brothers and sisters need not support one
another, nor need grandchildren and grandparents.
In some cases the assistance committee is required to give aid
116. About one-fourth of the amount of the pensions are financed by a separate percentage tax on individual incomes. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 397 (1953).

117. Ibid., 385.
118. SOCIAL SWEDEN 243-248 (1952);

FREEDOM AND WELFARE 451 (1953).

119. See Section 9 of the Act.
120. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 453 (1953).
121. Ibid., 454; ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 295 (1953).
The county authorities need not wait for the lodging of a complaint.
They may act on
receiving information of mismanagement. See Sections 78-85 of the Act.
122. See Sections 43 and 44 of the Act.

123. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 456 (1953).

See Section 3 of the Act.
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while in others it has discretion. 1 24 Aid is compulsory when the
needy person is under sixteen, or cannot earn a living because of
old age, sickness or other incapacity, and other forms of aid are
not available. The other forms of aid may be child welfare care,
health insurance, institutional care, or community pensions. Aid

in other cases, such as those of unemployed persons is voluntary.
The same is true of preventive care. Such preventive care may
take the form of trade training, schooling in another trade, and
assistance in starting handwork.
A needy person may apply for aid to the assistance committee of the locality in which he resides. 2 5 A locality which has
given assistance to a person who has his lawful residence in
another locality is entitled to reimbursement from the locality of

his legal residence.12 A person has his legal residence in the
locality where he was registered for tax purposes during the year
prior to his application for relief without having received relief.127
On reaching sixty, change of legal residence is not possible. Where
the recipient is maintained in a public hospital the locality is
reimbursed by the central government or the county.
The basic statutory requirement as to the amount of assistance
is that it should be adequate and continue during the period
of need. The assistance committee fixes the amount in each individual case. It also determines the form of assistance, whether
outdoor or indoor. 2 Assistance in the home is the form in almost
75 per cent of all cases.129
The period of assistance is usually brief.
In only about one fourth of all cases is it permanent. Vagrants
may ultimately be placed in institutions, as may negligent family
supporters. 130 The number of such persons is always very small.
Alcoholics are not the primary responsibility of the general
assistance authorities but are placed in special institutions. 3 1
Adults are seldom boarded out with private families though chil124. SOCIAL WELFARE 242 (1952); ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 295 (1953); ERNST MICHANEK, SOCIALBOKEN, 51-52 (1949). See
Sections 1 and 2 of the Act.
125. The recipient need not always take the initiative.
Section 23 of the Act provides:
"A policeman, physician, or midwife who finds anyone to be in such a condition that intervention by the assistance committee is necessary must give notice to the committee."
"Irrespective of notice it is the duty of the assistance committee to concern itself that
one who lives in the district and is in need of poor assistance, receives such assistance."
126. See Section 50 of the Act.
127. See Section 45 of the Act.
The wife and the children under sixteen have legal
residence in the same locality as the husband and father. See Section 47 of the Act.
128. Under Section 27 of tie Act assistance may le in the home, care in private homes,
or institutional care.
129. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 457 (1953); SOCIAL SWEDEN 252 (1953).
130. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 458 (1953).
In 1949 there were only seven workhouses with about 125 inmates.
ERNST MICHANEK, SOCIALBOKEN 54 (1953).
131. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 459 (1953).
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dren deprived of normal family life frequently are. Assistance
received as a child need not be repaid. In practice adults do not
often repay. 132 Persons under permanent public care are ineligible
for membership on local councils and committees.
In 1947 there were 219,000 families with 378,000 members
who received poor assistance in some form.13 3 The number of
recipients decreased from 1941 to 1947 by nearly thirty per cent.
The latter figures are the lowest since 1928. Single women constituted 46 per cent of the group, single men 28 per cent and
married persons 26 per cent. Of the whole number 27 per cent
were children under sixteen. The new laws as to old age pensions
and aid to children have significantly reduced the number of those
receiving poor assistance since 1948. The number supported in
1947 was 5.6 per cent of the population of Sweden. In 1935
8.6 per cent of the population received relief. In 1950 4.2 per cent
of the population received relief.134

As of 1950 only 4.7 per cent of the amount spent for social
items went for general assistance. 3 ' Next to Finland this was
the highest percentage in any of the Scandinavian states. As of
1947, of 126 million kronor spent for relief, 64 millions went for
relief in the home, 38 millions for institutional care, and 20 millions
for sick relief. 3 ' The great bulk of the funds are still supplied
by the localities. In 1950 the central government supplied
5,092,000 kronor, and the localities and provincial councils
120,000,000 kronor.'37 A report of the Social Welfare Commission
published in 1950 favors "state subsidies for the administration
of outdoor assistance."' 18 But local authorities fear that their
discretionary powers will be reduced by the provisions surrounding the payment of state subsidies.
SOME GENERAL OBSERVATIONS
It is difficult to exaggerate the importance of Scandinavian
general assistance legislation. It "has formed the nucleus of sub132. In 1935 of 90 million kronor spent for poor assistance only two million was repaid.
ORFIELD, THE GROWTH OF SCANDINAVIAN LAW 295 (1953). A statutory amendment in 1939 provided that one need not repay if repayment would make it impossible
for the recipient to care for himself and his dependents. ERNST MICHANEK, SOCIALBOKEN 155 (1953).
133. ERNST MICHANEK, SOCIALBOKEN 55 (1949).
134. SOCIAL SWEDEN 250 (1952). In 1947 expenditures for general assistance were
189,976,000 kronor, in 1948 they were 115,769,000, in 1949 they were 109,670,000, and
in 1950 they were 125,092,000. SOCIAL SWEDEN 132 (1952).
135. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 507 (1953).
According to SOCIAL SWEDEN 250
(1952) the percentage was 4.2.
136. ERNST MICHANEK, SOCIALBOKEN 55 (1949).
137. SOCIAL SWEDEN 136 (1952).
138. Ibid., 261 (1952).
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The path of such legisla-

tion has not always been smooth. Laissez-faire ideology resulted
in a general tightening of general assistance provisions shortly
after the middle of the nineteenth century. 140 Increasingly the
Scandinavian states have come to understand the necessity for
differentiated treatment of those in need. Some causes of distress
were seen to be clearly beyond the power of the applicants for aid.
It became clear that in such cases placement in poor-houses and
deprivation of the franchise were not justifiable. The Scandinavian
states have come to see that social legislation could do much to
prevent the distress requiring general assistance. Hence in recent
decades the stress has been a prevention of distress rather than
relief of distress.'
This has involved social planning linked to
economic policy. Social security now consists of two main parts:
insurance and assistance, where as historically .it
consisted of only
the latter. Modern general assistance took its beginnings in the
decade from 1890 to 1900. There was a second wave of reform
in the decade from 1930 to 1940.
The category of general assistance has been constantly narrowed in scope. Assistance to the mentally and physically handicapped is no longer, as it once was, considered as poor relief.' 42
Old people are no longer in the category of poor relief. Their
former maintenance in poorhouses has been replaced by accommodations in old peoples' homes where they pay for themselves
with their old age insurance on pensions. 1 3 To a very large
degree children are also out of the category of poor relief. The
care of children has been disassociated from poor relief and
entrusted to special child welfare organs.14 The development
of social insurance has progressively diminished the scope of
general assistance.
The concept of poor relief has been replaced by that of
"social assistance." The discretionary powers of local authorities
139. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 46 (1953). "Modern Danish social legislation has
grown out oil old public-aid laws, which in turn have their roots in Church and private
cheirities."
SOCIAL DENMARK 14 (1947).
140. Several of the Scandinavian states such as Norway and Sweden copied the restrictive English legislation of the 1830's. However, the first Scandinavian statutes of the
nineteenth century were enacted "under the influence of the liberal-humanistic ideas
emenating from the French Revolution." FREEDOM AND WELFARE 447 (1953).
141. "Prevention is better than cure. This axiom lies at the root of Northern welfare
policies today. Labour Welfare, Full Employment, Family Welfare, Housing, and General
Health Policies are the captions sweeping the expanse of those broad programmes whose
common denomination is that they go beyond the symptoms of social ills in an effort to
eliminate their causes." FREEDOM AND WELFARE 379 (1953).
142. FREEDOM AND WELFARE 360, 384, 449 (1953).
143. Ibid., 384, 449, 461-468.
144. Ibid., 384, 449-450, 469-484.
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have been increasingly reduced. More and more, legislation specifies the duty of local authorities to render aid in certain cases of
need. Such legislation often prescribes the kind and amount of
aid to be given. The tendency has been to reduce or abolish the
legal disabilities attaching to the receipt of aid. There is a trend
to liberalize relief where the contingency is not yet covered by
social insurance, or where the coverage of the insurance scheme
is narrow in scope, or where the insurance benefits are inadequate
to cover the individual need.
It is easy to overestimate the difference between social insurance and social assistance in the Scandinavian states. While at first
commercial insurance concepts were applied to social insurance,
most of such concepts have been eliminated or drastically altered.
Hence the difference between the two systems today seems to
be about as follows: The social insurance programs furnish
exactly defined benefits in certain standard situations of need,
involving the vital interests of numerous persons, provided a number of precise and readily ascertainable conditions are met.
Actuarial interdependence of contributions and benefits has been
progressively abolished. On the other hand the more heterogenous
categories of poor relief cases cannot be satisfactorily dealt with
on the basis of a uniform schedule, but must be handled on a
more individual basis. It follows that discretionary decisions as
to the kind and amount of benefits have been retained together
with the individaul means test. Today social assistance to a large
extent is a residuary form of help under the social security programs. Insurance has become the preferred program except in
Denmark. But it is only in the last twenty years that social
insurance has reduced assistance to second place. The dilution of
the term "insurance" has made the Scandinavian public less suspicious of assistance programs.14 Preventive aspects of social welfare work are now receiving emphasis. But the process "is by
no means completed as yet and there is still ample room for
improvements."14,
While centralization has been the trend as to social insurance,
local authorities still retain primary responsibility, financial and
otherwise for general assistance. Thus a good many local varia145. "This is particularly evident with respect to those services, still in their beginning,
vhich are based upon the modern concept of concentrated treatment of the individual in
order to reach the roots of social maladjustment.
Here social assistance with its greater
flexibility quite obviously provides the most practical framework of organization." FREE-

DOM AND WELFARE 387 (1953).
146. Ibid., 448 (1953).
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tions occur in the latter field. Considerable standardization has
been attained, but individual administrative bodies still have
many and important discretionary powers. This is not completely
to be condemned as general assistance "should conform to local
customs and living conditions."' 17 Local administration facilitates
co-operation with voluntary relief organizations and with individuals
imbued with social ideas. Unfortunately in several Scandinavian
states the localities are small in population. Many localities are
financially weak. The remedy seems to be to merge the less
populous localities and to have the central government furnish
grants-in-aid. The primary role of the higher administrative organs
is to make sure that local authorities abide by the minimum rules
"'
of uniformity provided by the statutes.
In general the Scandinavian statutes establish a legal right to
assistance whatever the cause of the need therefor. Members of a
family must support each other. A needy person may apply for
aid where he resides and is not shunted to some other locality.
The amount of assistance must be adequate and must continue
during the period of need. The local committee determines the
form of aid. Usually assistance in the home is provided. Cash
grants are the usual form. The period of assistance is usually brief.
Institutional care is provided for persons unable to manage for
themselves and for certain anti-social persons. Boarding-out of
needy persons with private families is seldom employed. It is
rare in practice that legal disabilities arise from the receipt of
aid. During the past fifteen years the number of persons receiving
aid has dropped markedly.
Scandinavian leadership in general assistance legislation is
not confined to the statutes of the individual Scandinavian states.
Co-operation among the Scandinavian states offers a model for
co-operation between the states of the world. Organized co-operation in general assistance dates back to 1914. A convention of
192S between Denmark, Finland, Norway and Sweden provides
for reciprocal treatment of all Scandinavian citizens on a par
with nationals of the state of residence. 4 ' The prior practice of returning a person who has received assistance to his home state has
largely been eliminated. At first costs were cleared between the
states. But a new convention adopted in 1951 by all five states
147. bid., 450 (1953).
148. SOCIAL DENMARK 120 (1947); ORFIELD, "Uniform Scandinavian Laws,"
A. B. A. J. 773, 774 (1952); FREEDOM AND WELFARE 490-491.
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provides that each state shall defray the costs incurred without
refund. A convention signed by all five states in July 1953 establishes full reciprocity as to all existing facilities and benefits
for mothers and infants. In 1931 a convention was adopted for
the collection of maintenance contributions. Any person who
neglects his duty of 'naintenance towards his spouse or child
and moves to another Scandinavian state will be subject to the
same strict rules as in his home state.
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